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ailed. "The barn's "burn in' I' 
At his wife's cry. rancher Tom Milness leaped 
out of bed, jamming his pants on over his night- 
gown. On the window shade danced grotesque 
flame patterns. He threw up the shade while 
his wife donned a bathrobe. 

"Oh, Tom," she wailed. "They're, after us 
for sure. Last night the henhouses. Now the, 

"If the barn goes. Nettie, we might as well 
clear out !" Milness' jaw tightened ; "Feed's 
tight on the range since the drought." Tom 
threw up the window and shouted instructions 
to his bunkhouse outfit who were already pass- 
ing buckets of water from the well. Then his 
eye taught something beyond the barn. He 
hefted one of his hoglega and fired instantane- 
ously from the hip. 

"I'm callin' Sheriff Masters on the pnone." 
Tom. told bis wife. "Now I know that fire was 
set!" He watched the distant figure disappear. 

A half-hour later, the Sheriff came thunder- 
ing up with some of Tom's neighbors, hurriedly 
recruited over the phone. Everyone dismounted 
quickly and joined the bucket brigade. Slowly 
the fire began to recede. And Boon it was out. 

Tom Milness made a quick survey of the 
damage. He breathed a sigh of .relief. 

*It was mostly barn that burned. We saved 
most of the hay," he said. Then he told the 
Sheriff of the figure he'd seen. 

"Guest you can get through the winter on 
what's left," his next-door neighbor. Mel Hel- 
ner, remarked, rubbing soot out of his eyes. "In 
any case, we'll all help you, Tom." 

Another neighbor, Abner Harkin, who had 
heard Tom speak to the Sheriff about the 
mysterious figure slapped a knotted fist against 

"Anybody'd burn a man's hay barn ought to 
be strung up!" he grnwled. "If that firr had got 
out of control, Tom. she'd have run right 
through your whole spread; maybe through 



the 



Sheriff Masters stroked his chin. 
"Somebody's try in' to drive you uut, Tom.™ 
he said, finally. "And I'm wonderin' if there's 
any; connection between these fires and the wave 
of rustlin' up around Frederikville." 

"You got a good imagination. Sheriff." Abner* 



Harkin said, smiling and looking round the 
circle of neighbors with a look on his face as 
if to say: "Guess the Sheriff's strained his brain 

Masters glanced at Harkin. 

"There's been stranger connections. Harkin." 
he said. "In fact — you haven't lost any cattle, 
come to think of it, though most everybody else 
here has . . . t" 

Abner Harkin went for his guns. The Sheriff 
found himself staring into two ugly black muz- 
zles. Then, with an odd laugh, Harkin bol- 
stered his hog-legs. 

"They've shot men for a heap less." he said 
to Masters. "Even Sheriffs." 

"Didn't mean anything too personal." Masters 

said 

"Take it easy, boys." Milness said, stepping 
forward as peacemaker. "After all, none of you 
has lost anything much yet. Especially hy fire, 
like I have. Let's go inside for some coffee." 
He waved them on to the kitchen door through 
which he could see his wife bending over the 
stove. "And by the way. Sheriff," he called out, 
after taking one last look at the barn for smoul- 
dering embers, "I'm comin' into town tomorrow 
to demand that a county investigation be started 
on this whole business. There's something dead- 
ly as dynamite goin' on in this valley!" 

The following morning Tom headed for town. 
He jogged his cayuse down the south road, lit 
a quirly and sat back to enjoy what he could 
of the ride. He enjoyed about a mile of it. Then, 
suddenly, as he looked up. his eyes went wide 
as they spotted something in a field not far off. 
Simultaneously several six-guns barked. 

Whaaaannng! 

Milness' hat flew from his head. But he wasn't 
hurt. His body reacted instantly, eyes and earn 
searching for the source of the shots. Then his 
cutis were out and roaring defiantly. More shots 

The rancher spurred his cayuse down the 
road. But tt was suddenly blocked by men on 
horses. The only clear path was behind him. 
Tom Milness took it, bullets ripping the air 
above his head. Minutes later he thundered 
into his own ranchyard Milness gasped. The 
whole western boundary was aflame, the dried 
stubble burning swiftly. Bat the bunkhouse 
boys, directed by Mrs. Milness had saved the 
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house and birn again. They were already 
*everal thousand feet away, holding (he flames 
back. 

Milness didn't hesitate. He ran into the home 
and called the Sheriff. He had time only to say: 
"Sheriff, high-tail it out here to my spread. All 
thunderation's busted loose, and .- . .'* Then 
(here was a sharp click in his ear. Milness knew 
what that was; the wires had been cut. 

A rattle of gunfire brought him outside on 
the double. Against the western horizon a line 
of men on horseback were laying down a bar- 
rage of gunfire against his own tfutfit. 

Whaaaang! Whaaaang! 

Bullets plastered themselves suddenly in a 
crazy pattern around the door jamb. They were 
strays, he knew. He saw his men and even Mrs. 
Milness behind' cover, answering the fire. 

The rancher ran quickly toward them, dodg- 
ing from building to fence post to boulder. A 
wave of intense heat from the burning stubble 
■ washed his face as he finally came up to his 

"They drove you back, Tom?" his wife asked, 
re-loading one of his spare guns. He nodded. 
"Who do you think did it?" ihe asked shaking, 
■s she pointed to the burning fields in the dis- 
tance. "That fire started not five minutes after 

"I've got in idea who'i behind It." Milnes* 
uid grimly. "But I can't prove it— yet. We'll 
have to stand them off until Masters comes up. 
I hope he can round up a posse in time." He 
took aim and fired, then fired again. "Whoever 
it was, planned to do a repeat on the last two 
fires, really bum us out this time and also kill 
me. Probably wanted to keep me from gettin' 

Bullets whizzed by over their heads. A half- 
hour passed. 

"Here they cornel" Tom Milness cried sud- 
denly. "Guess they figure they've got to finish 

His wife glanced oyer the low wall of flame. 
Men on foot were dodging through it reck- 
lessly, coming on fast, their guru spitting. 

Then, suddenly, tliey hlfed ; they broke and 
ran for their horses hitched to tr*«* far to th* 
rear. Milness looked behind him and Mw Mas- 
ters thundering up with about half the avail- 
able men in town. Whirling, ha taw tha 
now mounted attacker* vanish over the far 
rite. Milness hurried back to the hou»#, mount- 
ing his own cayuie aa the potsa rode up. 

"This way. Sheriff I" he called out. "1 think I 
know where these side-winders went!" 
I "Take th* lead, Tom!" Masters shouted. 
" With Milness at their head, the pom drove 



down the south road. The rancher suddenly 

swerved down's side road. They drew up in 
front of a ranch-house. A man came out, aided 
by several others. Behind the house, Milness 
saw other members of the outfit brushing down 
their heavily sweating horses. He pointed. 

"They just got here. Sheriff!" he cried. 
•Look at those nags— they're breathin' like 
locomotives. Grab everybody in sight. I'll be 
responsible for the charges." 

The man who had come out of the ranch- 
house had overheard. He tried to back through 
the door, but Masters covered him suddenly. 

"Sheriff," Milness said. "I charge Mel Hei- 
fer and his whole outfit with arson, rustling 
and attempted murder!" 

_ Helner went for his gun. The Sheriff's drawn 
six-guns roared. Hetner's gun went spinning. 
"You can't prove a thing!" Helner marled. 
Milness pointed past the ranchhouse. A long 
row of trees acting as a windbreak effectively 
hid a stretch of ground a thousand feet long. 

"See that line of trees. Sheriff?" Milness 
asked. "I'll bet you'll find most of the cattle 
rustled around here corralled up there. You 
might even find the irona they were using to 
change brands." 

The Sheriff did. Ha rode hack through the 
crowd of Helner'e men who were already on 
their horses, hands tied behind them. 

"How'd you know it was Helnar and hit 
outfit, Tom?" Masters asked as they watched 
them ride off under guard of the posse. 

Milaesa pointed to a apot where Helner** 
ranch adjoined his own. Th* fira had suddenly 
died out on a bare cut on Helncr'a lid*. 

"I didn't— at first," Tom replied. "Helner 
had those stolen steers corralled behind tha 
windbreak. He had to get them off to market — 
fast. But my »pread waa th* only clear road to 
the next county and th* market*. He needed It 
That'a why he tried to bum me out and then 
bid on the abandoned spread. 
Milnesa smiled grimly. I 

«5*,"TPHEY WW twice, trying to burn me 
M. out. They tried again, this morning. But 
I noticed some of Helner* men finishing a job 
they'd started thre* day* ago. I had thought 
nothing of it then, but I auddenly realized they 
wer* clearing out atubbl* so fire wouldn't 
spread to Helner'* ranch. Whin they tried to 
gun me down It wis conclusive! 

"After I escaped, " h* continued, "they cut 
the phones wires." Milness laughed, lighting a 
quirly. "A little lata, at It turned out." 
| THE END 
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